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Teaching Technical Writing Skills i?
ARTICLE BY JAN

KAKELA

WITH

HOGAN

that have a high percentage of their student population going on to college that preparing for the workplace is only
for vocational-technical education students. Perhaps one teacher expressed
this viewpoint best when she said, "I
don't see how technical writing has anything to do with our students, because
most of them go on to college." It may be
true that these students are going on to
college, but we know that at some point,
most people end up seeking employment. Knowing how to write good
essays and term papers is helpful for
success in college, but we may be shortchanging our college-bound students by
limiting their skill development to essays
and term papers.
Some of this reluctance to teach technical writing skills stems, in part, from a
concern about "giving up content." I
believe teachers can integrate this type
of writing into content area classes. Zo
Hogan, a 24-year veteran teacher at
Mason High School, uses technical writing skills to teach content in her English
classes. Currently, Zo teaches collegebound seniors, low ability juniors, and a
non-tracked section of freshman. She
found that teaching technical writing
skills can be e~ily integrated into her
content. She states:

Informative and persuasive writing
have been taught in English classes for
decades. Traditionally, students view the
teacher and/or the students in the class
as the target audience. Recently, however, teachers have begun to design projects that encourage students to apply
the skills they are learning for real purposes.
One of the early proponents of
applied learning, Dr. Willard Daggett,
Director of the International Center for
Leadership in Education, has been
around Michigan, as well as much of the
country, talking about the need to teach
an application model curriculum. When I
heard him speak several years ago, he
said that schools need to teach "technical reading and writing" to prepare students for the workplace. As a consultant
for language arts working at Capital
Area Career Center, the out-county vocational-technical education center at
Ingham Intermediate School District, I
thought I knew what Dr. Daggett meant
by technical reading and writing.
At the risk of stating the obvious,
technical reading and technical writing
and vocational-technical education fit
together naturally. In order to learn their
occupations, our vocational-technical
education students read manuals,
graphs, product labels, tables and
instruction/procedure sheets. Students
also learn how to fill out work orders,
chart patient care, write business letters,
document work, write lab reports and so
on.
In talking with various teachers in
high schools, however, I've gotten the
impression - especially from schools
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Although I frequently revised and
updated my writing assignments
throughout my career, most of the
assignments were designed to have students write traditional compositions
( description, autobiography, opinion,
persuasion, comparison/contrast,
research, etc.). I always wanted my
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students to prove their knowledge of a
concept to me along with practicing
their writing skills.
Even though I attended writing
workshops throughout the years, nothing made me drastically change my
assignments until I worked on a summer curriculum project in June of
1994. My principal wanted me to jump
on the newest bandwagon - tech prep;
I was to add "a few technical writing
assignments" to my existing curriculum. I was certain that I would just
add more papers to my mountainous
pile. That, however, has not happened!
I spent many hours researching and
talking about technical writing skills,
and discovered how to make afew
changes in my assignments that would
reflect job-related writing skills and
still fulfill my traditional needs.
Suddenly, I found myself excited about
teaching writing-real writing-to my
high school students.

type of technical writing, students need
to know how to write to inform, to convey the facts, to analyze and interpret
the facts, and persuade or influence
decisions.
Given the various kinds and purposes
of writing in the workplace, what knowledge and skills do students need to learn
in school? Furthermore, how can teachers provide opportunities to learn these
skills?
Audience - First, students need the
skill of identifying and analyzing the
audience. Understanding the audience
and its needs is critical in technical writing. Before writing, students must learn
to ask the questions that writers attempt
to answer:
Who is the audience?
Where is my communication going?
What do my readers already know
about the topic?
What do my readers need to know?
What do my readers want to know?
What is the role my readers play?

In looking at technical writing, Zo discovered new possibilities for her students. However, this meant that she first
needed to teach her students about the
nature of technical writing.

Students should ask these questions
before writing both informative and persuasive writing in any content area classroom after an audience is designated in
the writing assignment. Audience analysis is important because, if a writer
hasn't thought through these questions
before writing, the writer's communication will most likely leave the reader
with too little information and many
unanswered questions.
Various Formats - Secondly, students need to learn to write using a variety of formats instead of just the traditional term paper or essay. For instance,
students could write in the form of
progress or project reports answering
these questions about time and tasks:

Technical Writing
Writing in the workplace takes on a
technical nature when it informs others
in a specific situation, is factual, and is
explicit. Workplace writing is specialized, technical in nature, concise and to
the point. Technical writing is writing
that informs an identified audience
about the technical aspects of some subject.
Generally, there are specific writing
formats found in the workplace, such as:
memos, business letters, procedure
sheets, fact sheets, lab reports, progress
reports to inform, charts, timelines to
record data, evaluation reports to analyze facts, proposals, and pamphlets to
inform or persuade. To prepare for this
MI C HI GAN R EADING J OURNA L

How much work has been accomplished?
What work is currently being done?
How much work is yet to be done?
9
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questions:

Is the project on schedule?
Are there any foreseeable situations
that might affect the completion of the
project as planned? (Lordeon, S. L. &
Miles, C. H. 1992. Writing technical
reports. Lake Forest, IL: GlencoeMacmillan/McGraw-Hill, p. 51.)

What are these instructions used for?
What materials or supplies are needed?
What equipment is needed?
What level of expertise is expected?
What are the steps?
What problems may occur?
How are problems overcome?
What will be the fmal outcome?
(Lordeon & Miles, pp. 58-59)

An example might be a progress
report on some assigned work the individual student or a group is doing for a
class. A student working on a traditional
term paper or essay could report on the
progress being made using a progress
report format. In this case, the target .
audience might be that of the teacher m
the role of supervisor.
Students could write situation
reports that are related to events or conditions in the school or community
answering such questions as:

For example, the target audience for a
written instruction might be a foreign
student new to the school. Written
instruction, on how to function in the
community and school environment,
could be written for the student, e.g.,
apply for a driver's license or arrange a
class schedule for the year. Zo has students write about how to get into good
physical shape after students read The
Contender by Robert Lipsyte.
Site visit reports can be written by
students to describe class field trips that
answer the following:

What was the situation?
What exactly happened?
Was anyone involved?
What was the specific time frame?
What were the causes?
What was done by responsible personnel?
What were the consequences or
results? (Lordeon & Miles, pp. 53-54)

What site was visited?
When?
Why was the visit made?
Who was involved?
What was gained or accomplished?
(Lordeon & Miles, p. 58)

An example might be a situation
report of a school incident or event. It
could be reporting on a school bus
breakdown on the way to a game. The
student might target the principal as the
audience, analyze the audience, and
address the above questions based on
that analysis. Instead of writing an essay,
students can express understanding of
classroom content by writing a situation
report. For instance, Zo uses a situation
report to have students describe incidents with prisoners to the commanding
officer in Night by Elie Wiesel.
Additionally, students can write procedure sheets or instructions on how
something is done or how to perform
some action that answers the following
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

Along with these report formats,
brief~r forms of communication are
prevalent in the workplace, such as
memos, fact sheets, charts and pamphlets. These forms of communication
can also be used to inform an identified
audience about class content.
One teaching strategy that helps
teachers organize writing assignments
that use various formats for targeted
audiences is called RAFT. (Michigan
Department of Education, Secondary
Content Literacy Committee. August
1993. Secondary content literacy: The
staff development plan: Part II. Guiding
learners across content module.) RAFT
10
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would benefit from their research.
When they began collecting data, they
had an easier time determining exactly
what they needed from their sources to
achieve their goal - to persuade or
influence their audience. I found my
students much more focused this year
because of the minor change in my
assignment. Often they became animated during class because they wanted to
share their research with us in addition to their targeted audience!

is an acronym for role, audience, format
and topic. In this strategy, the teacher or
the student identifies the role the writer
plays, who the audience is, the writing
format and topic. (See Figure 1)
As evidenced by previous examples
from her English classes at Mason High
School, Zo found she could teach the
various formats and skill of audience
analysis to add interest and variety to
her content. She also found these assignments lightened her paper load. Zo says:

After I understood the nature of technical writing, the next step was to
implement my ideas into some of my
existing writing assignments. First, I
determined exactly what I wanted students to write. Basically, I kept the
same outcomes and standards, but
changed the audience and the format.
Instead of writing a two-page opinion
paper about the ending of Romeo and
Juliet, my ninth-graders became police
officers and wrote a half page memo to
Prince Esculus documenting what happened. (See Figure 2.) I helped my students learn how to wade through extraneous information and "find the facts,"
a useful assignment for students who
must document information in their
after school or weekend jobs. I had to
teach my students the format of a
memo, but then I read papers that were
one quarter the length of my original
assignment. I graded this shorter set of
papers in an hour, instead of the four
to five hours I would have spent on my
original assignment - what an unexpected bonus for me! I was still able to
ascertain if students had completed the
reading assignment and if they understood what happened, with a few
changes in my directions.
Instead of assigning a traditional
research paper to my senior composition students, I required them to submit a proposal on a topic of their
choice. First, they determined who
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

Conclusion
It is not surprising that the adult role
of productive worker is included in
Michigan's Vision Statement for K-12
Education: All students will engage in

challenging and purposeful learning
that blends their experiences with content knowledge and real world applications in preparation for their adult
roles. Clearly, being able to write is a
skill required by the productive worker
role, but writing in the workplace has
different purposes and requires different
skills than typical school place writing.
In 1993, the Michigan Council of
Teachers of English identified different
kinds of writing tied to various purposes
of writers - expressive, informative,
persuasive, and imaginative. Teachers
can respond to these calls for teaching a
variety of purposes to include writing
that more closely approximates the
needs of the workplace by teaching students to analyze the needs of the audience and providing practice with a variety of formats. In teaching technical
writing skills, schools will contribute to
preparing students for the adult role of
productive worker and fulfill part of
Michigan's Vision for Education.
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~ WHAT IS IT?
RAFf is:
1. a strategy which assists students to write clearly in
content areas.
2. a procedure for developing writing assignments.

It consists of four parts:
1. K Role (who the writer is: person, place or thing).
2. A Audience (peers, public, others).
3. F Format (letter, poem, story).
4. T Topic/Purpose.

~ WHYUSBIT?
RAFf helps:
1. teachers develop focused writing assignments for their
students.
2. students understand the role of the writer.
3. students summarize and synthesize learned
information.
4. to provide students with a thinking/problem solving
task.

~ HOW TO DO IT?
1. Select topic.
2. Write RAFf vertically on board, or transparency (on
student papers, along the left margin line).
3. List roles, audiences, formats, and verbs; choose one
for each category.
4. Brainstorm possible ideas to include in the writing.
5. Complete RAFf assignment as a class, in small groups,
or independently.

Figure 1
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TO:
FROM:
DATE:
SUBJECT:

Prince Esculus
Brian
November 22, 1994
INVESTIGATION

At the Capulet tomb, I witnessed a horrible sight. Apparently, Paris and his
page entered. Paris was bringing flowers to show his respect to Juliet. He laid
them on Juliet. Then Romeo and his servant Balthasar approached the tomb, but
did not enter it. Romeo told his servant to leave so that he didn't try to stop him.
Romeo entered the tomb and saw Paris there. Romeo and Paris fought, and
Romeo dropped Paris.
Romeo saw Juliet and then drank the poison. Soon after, Friar Laurence
came and he spoke to Balthasar outside the tomb. He told Friar Laurence that
Romeo was inside, so Friar Laurence entered. He found that Romeo was dead
right beside Juliet. A short time later Juliet awakened and saw Romeo dead.
When Friar Laurence heard noises, he wanted Juliet to go with him, but she
killed herself to stay with Romeo.
We are still investigating this case because we still have witnesses to question.
Figure 2
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